China and the latter region.1 Although various recent works are paying greater attention to the links between the entrepôt and secondary ports as well as commercial activities in the more rural and remote regions, they tend to focus on specific locales such as southeastern Sumatra, northern Java and southern Sulawesi.2
The following section first maps out the Chinese expansion of inter-insular and hinterland trade in Southeast Asia in the period before the mid-nineteenth century. The second and third sections consider the methods of operation of these traders as well as the developments and characteristics of the regional economy during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The argument is that although the Chinese migrants and their mixed-blood and localized descendants did operate in ways beneficial towards small-scale trading, these features were not peculiar to them. Instead what gave them decisive advantage over other groups of Asian and European commercial agents were the specific characteristics in the development of the Southeast Asian economy during the early modern period. This momentum was then carried over into the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when they were serving as trade intermediaries especially for the European merchant houses.
The Chinese Trade Expansion in Southeast Asia c. 1400-1850
The commercial exchange between China and Southeast Asia dates back to the period before Common Era. The earliest carriers of trade were the Austronesian people followed by the Arabs and Indians at the turn of the tenth century. When they started sailing to Southeast Asia during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Chinese primarily conducted trade at the capital towns of Srivijaya and Champa and also subsequently in Melaka from the early fifteenth century. At these entrepôts, Chinese imports including earthenware, metallic manufactures, textiles and tobacco were sold wholesale to the local rulers and major merchants who were in charge of their retail and distribution (Schafer 1967; Christie 1998; K. Hall 2004) .
By the early fifteenth century, some Chinese traders began settling down and opened shops in the entrepôts and other flourishing port-towns such as Gresik, Surabaya and Tuban in north Java as well as Palembang and Siam (Reid 1996) . If they could not sell all the goods within their short sojourn at the
